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The Origination Clause of the U.S. Constitution: 
Interpretation and Enforcement 



Summary 

Article I, Section 7, clause 1 of the U.S. Constitution is known as the 
Origination Clause because it provides that “All Bills for raising Revenue shall 
originate in the House of Representatives.” The meaning and application of this 
clause has evolved through practice and precedent since the Constitution was drafted. 

The Constitution does not provide specific guidelines as to what constitutes a 
“bill for raising revenue.” This report analyzes congressional and court precedents 
regarding what constitutes such a bill. The precedents and practices of the House 
apply a broad standard and construe the House’s prerogatives broadly to include any 
“meaningful revenue proposal.” This standard is based on whether the measure in 
question has revenue-affecting potential, and not simply whether it would raise or 
lower revenues directly. As a result, the House includes within the definition of 
revenue legislation not only direct changes in the tax code, but also any fees paid to 
the government that are not payments for a specific service, and any change in import 
restrictions, because of the potential impact on tariff revenues. The precedents of the 
Senate reflect a similar understanding. The Supreme Court has occasionally ruled 
on Origination Clause matters, adopting a definition of revenue bills that is based on 
two central principles that tend to narrow its application to fewer classes of 
legislation than the House: (1) raising money must be the primary purpose of the 
measure, rather than an incidental effect; and (2) the resulting funds must be for the 
expenses or obligations of the government generally, rather than a single, specific 
purpose. 

Second, this report describes the various ways in which the Origination Clause 
has been enforced. Given the fact that originating revenue measures is the House’s 
prerogative, it falls to the House to enforce this provision of the Constitution most 
frequently. The House’s primary method for enforcement is through a process 
known as “blue-slipping.” Blue-slipping is the term applied to the act of returning 
to the Senate a measure that the House has determined violates its prerogatives. This 
is done by voting on a privileged resolution. Less typically, the House may choose 
to enforce its prerogative by taking no action on the disputed Senate measure, or 
referring it to committee. The Senate may also address whether a measure 
contravenes the Origination Clause. As with any question of constitutionality, it may 
be submitted directly to the Senate for its determination. Such a question would be 
debatable and decided by majority vote. The Supreme Court has a role in enforcing 
the Origination Clause as well, as it would in any question of constitutionality. 

Finally, this report looks at the application of the Origination Clause to other 
types of legislation. It examines precedents concerning public debt legislation, as 
well as the unanswered question of whether the Origination Clause grants the House 
the exclusive prerogative to originate bills to appropriate money, as well as to raise 
revenues. 

This report will be updated to reflect any changes in practice. 




http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL31399 



Contents 



Introduction 1 

The Constitutional Convention and the 

Origination Clause 1 

Interpreting the Origination Clause 3 

The House 4 

The Senate 6 

The Supreme Court 8 

Enforcing the Origination Clause 10 

The House 10 

The Senate 12 

The Supreme Court 12 

Other Legislation and the Origination Clause 14 

Appropriations Legislation 14 

Debt Limit Legislation 17 

Conclusion 18 



Select Bibliography 



18 




http://wikileaks.org/wiki/CRS-RL31399 



The Origination Clause of the U.S. 
Constitution: Interpretation and 
Enforcement 

Introduction 

Article I, Section 7, clause 1 of the U.S. Constitution, is known generally as the 
“Origination Clause” because it requires that: 

All Bills for raising Revenue shall originate in the House of Representatives; but 

the Senate may propose or concur with amendments as on other Bills. 

As generally understood in both the House and Senate, this clause carries two 
kinds of prohibitions. First, the Senate may not originate any measure that includes 
a provision for raising revenue, and second, the Senate may not propose any 
amendment that would raise revenue to a non-revenue measure. The Senate, 
however, may generally amend a House-originated revenue measure as it sees fit. 
These prohibitions can be enforced in either the House or the Senate, and there are 
ample precedents for both. 

As with many provisions of the Constitution, the precise meaning and 
application of these few words has been refined through practice and precedent since 
it was first ratified. This report examines the historical record with regard to the 
origins of the clause, and analyzes its evolution, describing congressional and court 
precedents, to provide a summary of how the clause is currently understood. This 
report also examines the various procedures by which disputes concerning the 
Origination Clause have been resolved. 



The Constitutional Convention and the 
Origination Clause 

Among the most significant issues debated at the constitutional convention in 
Philadelphia were those relating to the respective roles for the proposed House of 
Representatives and Senate. Vesting the authority to originate revenue measures in 
the House exclusively was one aspect of the compromise whereby delegates from 
small and large States agreed in principle to a bicameral Congress. What role each 
chamber would play, and what authority each would exercise, was not easily arrived 
at. In particular, how authority would be assigned with regard to legislation 
concerning money was one of the more salient aspects of that debate. 




